What is happening in the captioning field today?
The captioning industry has changed quite a bit in the last few years, mostly in terms of rates.  There seems to have been an influx of new companies emerging that are paying lower rates, and unfortunately, there seems to be an influx as well of court reporters transitioning into captioning with little in the way of formal training willing to accept these rates.  Quality has always been at the forefront, and rates play a big role in that issue.  
The Captioning Community of Interest is addressing the issue of quality by creating the Realtime Broadcast Captioning Recommended Standards, which will be available to court reporters transitioning into the captioning field.  
The captioners I know, most of whom are great, experienced, quality captioners, are making a great living, earning a decent wage, and are not hurting for work; they are quite busy actually.  In addition to captioning, I train court reporters entering the field, and it seems the new, inexperienced captioners are having a tougher time of it finding enough work at decent rates.  From what I have observed, though, when they are patient, eventually, the work comes.  And I would say that is the key.  If you need to make a certain amount of money now and need a certain number of hours now, as an IC (independent contractor), that may prove difficult.  If you have the time and patience to enter the field gradually and establish yourself, then I think the work is certainly there.  Of course, if you are willing to work for peanuts, you will have no trouble finding work.  
ICs are a small community and there is much word-of-mouth.  It is beneficial to become known in different circles.  One way to do this is to join the great online groups, such as Yahoo!’s broadcastcaptioners group http://finance.groups.yahoo.com/group/broadcastcaptioners/, and find a mentor through NCRA.  Another networking tool is to attend conventions and seminars.
As far as working as an employee for a company, the large companies have also cut their rates considerably over the years, requiring more hours from their employees and compensating them with less pay.  The upside to this arrangement is a steady flow of work and, obviously, the security of a paycheck.  There are benefits in some cases, such as investment and health benefits and vacation pay.  The salaries, however, are generally less than that of an IC, and there is less control over your schedule.  Most companies require their captioners work weekends (some work every other weekend or one weekend day/night) and holidays.  ICs are expected to work weekends and holidays; however, it is not required.  Another advantage to working for a company as an employee is the quality aspect.  A new captioner will likely receive more guidance and direction as to acceptable procedures, style issues, and technical issues to name a few.  Some companies even provide software and hardware.
Another change in the industry, which is likely related to the rate decreases, is the elimination of Federal funding for certain programming.  This has resulted in stations having to pick up the tab for their captioning.  As a result of pressure from their clients, some captioning companies began bidding lower on contracts.  The individual captioner has little control in this process, yet may feel the impact monetarily.  
Technologically speaking, there have been many changes, and it is difficult to keep abreast of all of the changes.  For example, high definition and digital television can interfere with clean captioning output.  The encoders we must connect to require us using old, slow modems that are increasingly hard to find in the marketplace.  There is an internet-based encoder (http://www.eegent.com/icap.htm) which would eliminate the need for modems and expensive phone bills.  Captioners are at the mercy of broadcasters who may choose not to invest in the new technology.  Phone companies are wreaking havoc on captioners’ ability to do their jobs by offering affordable unlimited phone plans and then pulling the carpet out from under them, claiming they are violating policy by using phone lines for data.  NCRA is working hard to find a solution to this ever-growing problem.
Despite these challenges, captioning remains a viable and lucrative career opportunity for court reporters nationwide.  The positives far outweigh the negatives, in my opinion, allowing us to work from home, choose the days and hours we work, and providing an invaluable service to the deaf and hard-of-hearing community.  Oh, and not to mention the incredible feeling you get when you turn the spoken word into the written word instantaneously for millions to see!  I wouldn’t trade it for any job in the world.
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